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INTRODUCTION


Welcome, dear reader, to a whimsical expedition across Britain, taking in all that’s quirky, quaint and curious along the way. In this uproarious tome, we embark on a rollicking journey from A to Z, with a pit stop at your preferred motorway service station when we’re all feeling in dire need of a restorative cuppa.


We’ll explore the idiosyncrasies, eccentricities and downright absurdities that make Britain the charmingly peculiar place it is. From Abbey Road to zebra crossings (see what I did there?), we’ll traverse the length and breadth of these splendid isles, pausing along the way to uncover delightful facts and curious tales, all served, naturally, with jam, cream and a healthy dollop of irreverent British humour.


I will be your guide. I feel somewhat qualified (not to boast, heaven forbid) as for over a decade I’ve been obsessed with Britain, this little patch of land I call home. With Very British Problems on social media, over the past twelve years – gosh, time flies – I’ve amassed over five million awkward followers, who I’m very fond of by the way, and together we diligently explore what truly makes the British tick. We British have so many curious customs, cherished traditions and unique turns of phrase, and more baffling etiquette than you can shake a stick at – not to mention delicious food and drink – so I felt it was high time I picked my favourites to put together in one glorious place.


You can use this book for many things: 1. It’s perfect for swotting up/pillaging for your next pub quiz (see the Q section for quizzes, or indeed the P section for pubs). 2. Take it away with you on holiday to read on the beach and remind you of home (or use it on one of Britain’s own beautiful wind-swept beaches, some of which are mentioned in this book). 3. If you’re a visitor to Britain, use it as a study guide so you know how to blend in (see how to eat biscuits in the B section, or how to queue properly in the Q section). 4. Put it on your bedside table to gently chuckle yourself to sleep. 5. Read it on the underground (U section) to help you to avoid eye contact with fellow passengers. 6. Put it over your head when you forget your umbrella (also the U section, and see the W section too for weather).


So, mind the gap, don your light jacket, fasten your seatbelt, fetch your flask of tea, and prepare to smile politely as we embark (chocks away!) on a delightful ramble through the charming oddities of British life. For this is Britain! According to Very British Problems.


Let the adventure commence.


Rob Temple, Cambridge









A


Afternoon Tea
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Tea is cheap. Sandwiches are cheap (especially when the main ingredient is cucumber). Now, Afternoon Tea is a clever way that posh hotels have found to combine the two to make them very expensive. Still, as indulgent treats go, there’s possibly no better way to pass a large chunk of the day.


Angel of the North


Contemporary sculpture by Antony Gormley, located in Gateshead, completed in 1998. It’s believed to be the largest sculpture of an angel in the world and is viewed by an estimated 33 million people a year, a lot of them while driving on the A1. If you pass it heading north, you know you’re about to start seeing people wearing short sleeves in minus temperatures.


Apples


Keeping the doctor away from Brits for centuries. Around 7,000 varieties of apple exist in the world, and over 2,500 of those varieties have been developed in the UK. Britain’s bestselling apple: Gala.


Aggression (passive)


Brits are the world leaders in passive aggression. If you encounter any of the following statements from a Brit, either in person or via email, you’re being assaulted:


•   With all due respect . . .


•   As per my last email . . .


•   Polite notice . . .


•   Thanks in advance . . .


•   As previously mentioned . . .


•   Not sure if you received my message . . .


•   When you’re ready . . .


•   In your own time . . .


•   Maybe I’m not being clear . . .


•   Happy to discuss . . .


•   Thanks anyway . . .


•   An email ending in ‘Regards’ when ‘Kind regards’ has been used in a preceding email.


Abbey Road


Street in north-west London that’s home to Abbey Road Studios and the famous zebra crossing (see the Z section for more on zebra crossings) immortalised by the Beatles (see the B section for more on the Beatles) on the cover of their 1969 album, Abbey Road. When you’ve reached a point in life when you can make road markings popular tourist destinations simply by walking on them – the crossing has Grade II listed building status – then, well, you’ve done all right for yourself.


Angel Delight


Powdered dessert mix introduced by Bird’s (see Victoria Sponge in the V section for more on Alfred Bird) in 1967, sold in strawberry, butterscotch, chocolate and banana flavours. Named Britain’s favourite childhood dish in 2015 by Food Network. Tastes like fluffy clouds that have had sugar thrown on them by fairies. Well, from what I remember, anyway.


Aberdeen


There are over thirty ‘Aberdeens’ in the world, but we’re here for the distinguished spot in Scotland. It’s home to the royal estate of Balmoral, Scotland’s oldest bridge – the 700-year-old Brig O’Balgownie – and is said to be the UK’s luckiest place, with over forty-seven lottery millionaires made in Aberdeenshire. Pardon me while I embark on an eight-hour drive northward just to try my luck with a scratchcard.


Abergavenny


Market town in Monmouthshire, Wales. Promoted as a Gateway to Wales, as it’s six miles from the English border. A perfect place from which to explore the Brecon Beacons.


Alan Turing


Father of modern computer science and decoder of German Enigma machines during World War II. Features on the £50 note.


Albert Hall (Royal)


Concert hall in South Kensington, London, opened by Queen Victoria in 1871. Hosts more than 390 shows in the main auditorium every year, including the iconic BBC Proms. In some variants of the 1939 novelty song, ‘Hitler Has Only Got One Ball’, the dictator’s missing testicle is said to reside here, although I’ve visited numerous times and am yet to see it.


‘Ah well, never mind’


What a Brit says when all of their dreams are crushed.


Argos


Established in 1972, this iconic British retailer gained renown for its innovative catalogue ordering system, which captivated customers with the ritual of using little red pencils to fill in order forms in an otherwise empty room. However, in 2020, Argos ceased printing paper catalogues. I found this a shame as I’m British and therefore don’t like change.


Alton Towers


The premier theme park in Britain, with 1.8 million visitors to its Staffordshire location each year. Home to rides such as Oblivion, Runaway Mine Train, The Smiler and Nemesis. The grounds, which were once used as an officer training unit during World War II, were opened to the public in the 1950s and featured a mini railway which visitors could pay to view. In the 1960s and 1970s, a boating lake and a chairlift were introduced, and in 1980, the installation of The Corkscrew rollercoaster, the Pirate Ship, and the Alpine Bobsled ride began the estate’s evolution into a modern theme park. My ambition in life is to one day manage to visit when it’s not raining.


Asparagus


From 23 April (St George’s Day) to 21 June (summer solstice) it’s asparagus season in Britain, making the nation’s wee smell funny for eight and a half weeks. Fun fact: Asparagus can grow up to 25cm within a twenty-four-hour period.









B


Biscuits
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I could fill a whole book with biscuit talk, but I have to be brief, so I’ll simply list the ten British rules of biscuits:


  1.   When opening a packet, any broken biscuits must be consumed immediately.


  2.   Never dunk a biscuit for too long; you will ruin both your biscuit and your tea. Double sadness.


  3.   Always offer biscuits to guests, even if they claim they’re not interested (they’re probably fibbing).


  4.   Don’t be the person who snatches the last biscuit of a kind unless you’re prepared to face the consequences – i.e., a new enemy.


  5.   Always offer a hot drink with biscuits, obviously.


  6.   Bring out a posh selection of biscuits (metal tin, two layers separated by a sheet of springy purple cardboard, usually called a ‘collection’) for special occasions.


  7.   Always pretend you haven’t seen a plate of biscuits being passed around until they’re offered to you, then act pleasantly surprised.


  8.   Utilise the phrases ‘I really mustn’t’, ‘Ooh, go on then’ and ‘If you’re having one’.


  9.   Wrap biscuits up when not in use, either by pushing the open packet up against a wall, or by using a jar, tin or box.


10.   Always have more biscuits in stock than you think you need. Never run out. Running out of biscuits is like running out of air: not ideal.
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Blackpool Tower


Visit on a sunny day, if you can. I went up on a foggy day. Like looking into a steam room. Asked for my money back – no joy.


Bread Rolls


Is a bread roll even called a bread roll, though? Or is it a cob? Or a barm? Or a bun? Or a bap? Or a batch, stotty, teacake or muffin? Or a bara or a scuffler? (For any southerners reading, I didn’t just make those last two up, I swear.) Answer: It’s all of them, it just depends on where you’re from. Britain: such a small place, such a ridiculously large selection of names for bread products.


The Beatles
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John, Paul, George and Ringo, four Liverpudlians who created the best band of all time. Had their first Number 1 hit in 1963 and their last one (at time of writing) in 2023. Some people will tell you they don’t ‘get’ the Beatles – these people are not to be trusted.


Baked Beans


British people will look at a food – any food (even baked beans) – and the first thought that’ll pop into their minds will be: ‘I wonder if I could put baked beans on that.’ Quite often the answer is yes, if the Heinz Beanz Pizza (yes, it’s a real product you can get in shops) is anything to go by.


Bean (Mr)


There’s often an argument on social media as to whether Mr Bean, played by Rowan Atkinson, is an angel or an alien. In my opinion, he’s just a very funny, odd man. And one with worldwide appeal due to his mostly non-verbal exploits. Unbelievably, there were only fifteen episodes, from 1990–5, despite it feeling like there were about 200.


Big Ben
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‘It’s the name of the bell, the tower is called The Elizabeth Tower!’ I already hear some Brits screaming before I’ve even said anything. Completed in 1859, it’s the third tallest clock tower in the UK, after the Joseph Chamberlain Memorial Clock Tower (Birmingham) and the Royal Liver Building (Liverpool). The bell (called Big Ben) arrived in London by barge on the Thames and was taken across Westminster Bridge by a carriage drawn by sixteen white horses. And the musical note it plays when struck? E.


Brown Sauce


The only sauce of choice for a sausage sandwich.


Birmingham


The UK’s ‘second city’. Birthplace of many other Bs that could be in this section: the balti, Black Sabbath, Blinders (Peaky) – see below, the Baskerville font, the bicycle bell. And also many things that don’t begin with B, such as the postage stamp, the electric kettle, X-rays, the weather map and the vacuum cleaner. What’s more, Brummie Conway Berners-Lee was part of the team which produced the Ferranti Mark 1 in 1951, the first commercially available electronic computer. His son, Tim (who you’ll find in the T section), invented a little thing called the World Wide Web.
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